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This chunky volume is an essential read for anyone
involved in the field of plant conservation. The objective of
most conservation efforts is to conserve the diversity of life in
its natural setting where the process of evolution can alter gene
frequencies, bring forth new species, and generate novel
adaptations, while those species that can no longer adapt to
their environment die out. Clearly, this means conserving
habitats and intact landscapes where natural processes can
occur. However, with diminishing natural areas, as well as
other pressures from unsustainable trade, invasive species, and
climate change, in situ conservation efforts are not sufficient to
achieve conservation objectives. Ex situ conservation is
becoming increasingly important as a component of any
comprehensive conservation initiative. For example, one of
the 16 targets of the Global Strategy for Plant Conservation is
that 60% of threatened plant species will be maintained in
accessible ex situ collections by 2010 and that 10% of these
species will be included in restoration and recovery pro-
grammes. The publication of Ex Situ Plant Conservation:
Supporting Species Survival in the Wild’ is a timely
contribution to assist conservationists in reaching this target.
Noah’s Ark has frequently been used as an analogy for ex
situ conservation with the emphasis on maintaining a repre-
sentative sample of species that are likely to be wiped out by
natural or human-induced events. The biblical narrative
provides a deceptively simple account of how to do this, with
two of every kind assembled into the ark. As practitioners of ex
situ plant conservation have learned, the task of securing and
storing representative samples of plant material, often for an
unspecified period, can be extremely challenging. As a result,
the book focuses on some of the difficult ethical, genetic, and
practical issues pertaining to ex situ conservation.
The book has 18 chapters, with contributions from 32 of the
most active practitioners and academics in the field. The
foreword and introduction are delivered by two eminent
botanists, Peter Raven and Sir Ghilean Prance, and the
remainder of the book is organised into four parts, 1) the scope
and potential of ex situ plant conservation; 2) tools of the trade;
3) the ecological and evolutionary context of ex situ plant
conservation, 4) using ex situ methods most efficiently. There
are also four very useful appendices dealing with guidelines for
genetic sampling, seed storage, management of collections, and
a list of ex situ plant organisations and networks.
Seed storage has proved to be one of the most cost effective
ways to store ex situ plant collections and it is therefore not
surprising that three chapters are devoted to this subject, with
additional chapters on other tools such as tissue culture and
pollen storage. There is also a strong focus on the genetic
issues related to plant collections. Lessons from animal
collections have shown that ex situ programmes can be
severely compromised by inadequate sampling, inbreeding,
mixed gene pools, and genetic erosion, and three chapters deal
specifically with the genetics of plant collections. Three other
chapters focus on the more practical aspects of seed collection,
hybridisation, and sample decline.
I particularly enjoyed the provocative chapter on philoso-
phical and ethical concerns by Holmes Rolston III. He argues
that a species is only a species in the context of its natural
environment and that ex situ collections must not simply
conserve cultural artefacts of what were once wild species. This
raises perhaps my only criticism of the book, that it does not
include a chapter on how to manage multi-species interactions
in ex situ plant collections, particularly important mutualisms
that might be essential for any re-introduction programmes. To
be fair to the editors, this book forms part of a trilogy, and re-
introduction was dealt with in a previous volume (Falk et al.
1996), but I have yet to see an adequate account of the need or
the tools to manage mutualisms in ex situ collections.
In summary, there is a wealth of information in this book. It
is essential reading for practitioners of ex situ plant conserva-
tion, but academics and post-graduate students dealing with
plant conservation will find it immensely useful. Although I
doubt too many will read it, I would also recommend this book
to policy makers as it contains important insights into the
complex issues and costs associated with conserving species
once they become endangered in the wild.
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